Introduction
Between 1918 and the conclusion of the Irish War of Independence in 1921 the organised Irish working class made five distinct and powerful interventions. On 23 April 1918 a general strike took place against the threat of conscription; for a month at the beginning of 1919 Belfast was gripped by a strike for a shorter working week; in April that year Limerick workers took over their city and declared soviet rule; in April 1920 a massive general strike forced the release of hungerstrikers; and for most of 1920 transport workers sabotaged the movements of men and material by the British Army. Alongside these set-piece battles was a general spirit of resistance and confidence in the possibility of taking action amongst Irish workers, who were themselves part of a great upsurge of revolutionary enthusiasm that was sweeping through Europe. For the context of Ireland's struggle for independence was that of the dramatic and epoch-making prospect of working-class revolution spreading westwards from Russia. From October 1918 Germany was in the throes of revolutionary events, beginning with the mutiny of the sailors of the German High Seas Fleet. For the next five years the prospect of an extension of the Russian example through Germany terrified those in power and elated the European left. Even the victors in the First World War experienced internal social unrest, and Britain and France faced independence revolts in their colonies. But it was the mutinies of their own soldiers and the seemingly irrepressible waves of strikes that most alarmed those in power. In August 1919 Lloyd George, the British prime minister, was reported as saying that 'Ireland had hated England and always would. He could easily govern Ireland with the sword; he was far more concerned about the Bolsheviks at home.' 1 Sir Henry Wilson, a key figure in the British war cabinet, and the most consistent advocate of taking a hard line with regard to Ireland, wrote a summary of his perspective on the world situation in his diary:
If England goes on like this she will lose the Empire. There is absolutely no grip anywhere. I propose, after the New Year, and after I have a holiday, to take a rather active part in matters -even in some (like Ireland and Egypt) which are not solely military.
The coming year looks gloomy. We are certain to have serious trouble in Ireland, Egypt and India, possibly even with the Bolsheviks. At home, those who know best say we are going to have a strike of the triple alliance and the Post Office. This will be a direct attack on the life of the nation.' 2
Social conflict in Ireland
It is easy when looking back at the period to underestimate the impact of this great international social ferment in Ireland. After all, the written records tend to focus on government decision-making, or the memoirs of the more highly educated political activists. The aspirations and thoughts of working-class activists are far less well documented. As a result the story of the leaders of the national movement, for example, is well-known and much scrutinised. But it is not always appreciated that Ireland had over a hundred 'soviets' in those five years, that is, workplace takeovers, usually in pursuit of economic grievances, but nonetheless raised to a higher level of significance by the workers' self-conscious emulation of their Russian counterparts.
One way of measuring the growth in independent working-class activity is through the statistics on strikes and the exponential rise of trade union membership. The government-noted number of strikes or lockouts rose from 62 in 1915 to 75 in 1916, 112 in 1917 and over 200 for 1918 through to 1920 . The Irish Trade Union Congress (ITUC) saw its affiliates grow from 100,000 in 1916 to 156,000 in 1919 and a peak of 225,000 by 1920. Even more dramatically the Irish Transport and General Workers' Union (ITGWU) grew from 12,000 in the autumn of 1917 to 68,000 by 1918.
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Perhaps a more vivid illustration of the constant presence of social conflict during this time is to take the example of the bitter class war that took place on the land. Broadly speaking there were two trends of agricultural struggle during the War of Independence. In the west, led by the owners of smaller farms and their propertyless relatives, was a movement to redistribute the land and cattle of the larger estates, especially those owned by absentee or unionist landlords. In the east, the struggle was more typically waged by agricultural labourers seeking wage increases and union recognition from the owners of large farms. In both cases the forms of conflict took their inspiration and symbols from the traditions of socialist revolution. So, when the tenants of the absentee landlord James Dennison Going's 300-acre estate at Broadford, County Limerick, took it over in February 1922, they declared a 'soviet'. Landless men in Broadford were let land for tillage. A part was
